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ABSTRACT
The South Asia Consortium for Interdisciplinary Water Resources Studies (SaciWATERs) a water policy research institute based in Hyderabad, India, launched
the South Asian Water (SAWA) Leadership Programme on climate change in
2017. The SaciWATERs is hosting the programme in collaboration with four
partner engineering institutes from four South Asian countries, and with funding
support from the International Development Research Centre (IDRC), Canada. This academic-oriented programme is aimed at facilitating the creation of
a group of interdisciplinary women leaders in South Asia that share a common
understanding of the crosscutting scientific and societal issues of water resource
management. The four-year (2017-2021) SAWA leadership programme has
granted fellowships to 36 fellows that were selected from the partner institutes
namely Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology, Dhaka; Nepal
Engineering College, Kathmandu; University of Peradeniya, Kandy; and Anna
University, Chennai. The programme places emphasis on intensive training in
the application of research methods that include gender and social approaches
and in leadership skills development through activities such as team-building
sessions, application of negotiations and conflict resolution in the field, mentorship and networking. The project also collaborates with governments, NGOs
and the private sector to facilitate internships in order to provide an authentic
work environment allowing candidates to link their research to actual decisions
and applications within the communities with which they are engaging. In addition, it promotes a common understanding of the way social and cultural interpretations of gender intersect with the issues of climate change and water insecurities. It does so not only among the male and female students enrolled in an
IWRM master’s programme but also among faculty members, through trainings
and common curriculum development across the four engineering institutions.
This allows for the development of a broad base of trainers and researchers, both
men and women, who will share the leadership programme’s vision.
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1

BACKGROUND

Water is a vital substance that is needed for the survival of
plants, animals, and human beings. The ecosystem, economy,
public health, social development and political stability to a
large extent depend on water. Therefore, every drop of water
counts.
In South Asia, which is home to nearly 1.9 billion people,
water distress has emerged as a critical and contentious
issue. The demand on freshwater resources over the last few
years has increased significantly in light of a rising population, widespread urbanization and industrialization. Further,
climate change and climate variability pose formidable impediments to the development of South Asia. The 5th report
(2014) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) assesses that key risks for South Asia are increased
riverine, coastal and urban flooding as well as drought-related water and food shortages with significant impacts for
both rural and urban populations. People are already struggling with access to adequate quality and quantity of water
for basic purposes such as drinking, sanitation and hygiene,
irrigation and livelihood, and general well-being due to an
unstable and unorganized water management system. The intensity will be further amplified in the near future and affect
not only South Asia but the entire globe.
Water crisis and contamination disproportionately impacts
women and girls. For women, the water crisis is embodied
as physical and social burdens as they are instrumental in
securing access to water in the household. Ironically, women
have a negligible voice in decision-making processes and the
formulation of water policies in South Asia. The fifth report
of IPCC (2014) also highlights the lack of knowledge required for developing gender-sensitive adaptation strategies
to manage climate change impacts. Moreover, in South Asia
only a few female water professionals are occupying leadership roles. To address the gaps in the knowledge, capacity,
and opportunity of women leadership in the water sectors,
the South Asia Consortium for Interdisciplinary Water Resources Studies (SaciWATERs) has initiated the South Asian
Water (SAWA) Leadership Programme on climate change
with the generous support from the International Development Research Centre in Canada. The IDRC-SAWA project
was started in 2017 and will continue until December 2021.
The SAWA programme grants fellowships to female students enrolled in the Master’s-level Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) programmes in Bangladesh,
Nepal, Sri Lanka, and India. Each year, the project identifies
three promising female fellows from each partner institution
namely, Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology, Dhaka; Nepal Engineering College, Kathmandu; University of Peradeniya, Kandy; and Anna University, Chennai.
The 36 SAWA fellows are already supported to carry out their
Master’s thesis via access to decision-making environments
through capacity development, publication and knowledge
generation, and internships at various renowned national and
international organisations.
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2 THE JOURNEY FROM CROSSING
BOUNDARIES TO SAWA LEADERSHIP
PROGRAMME
The current SAWA leadership programme was conceptualized as a follow-through to two earlier initiatives by SaciWATERs namely, Crossing Boundaries (CB) Project (20052012) and SAWA fellowship programme (2012-2016).
The CB project had sought to promote an interdisciplinary
approach in analysing and understanding water resource
management issues by means of a regional, collaborative,
partnership-based capacity building programme for water
professionals through higher education, innovation-focused
research and knowledge based development and networking.
The SAWA fellowship programme adopted a more focused
and outcome-oriented approach with the idea to expand
the number base of interdisciplinary water professionals in
four South Asian countries - Bangladesh, India, Nepal and
Sri Lanka - who are enrolled in Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) courses through Masters or MPhil
programmes in their respective countries. The current SAWA
leadership programme aims at facilitating the creation of
a group of interdisciplinary women leaders in South Asia,
having a common understanding of the crosscutting scientific and societal issues of water resource management effective at the ground as well as policy level.
Figure 1: From Crossing Boundaries to SAWA
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of IWRM
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The goals of the SAWA leadership programme are to provide
education to individuals and build a strong base of trainers and
researchers who can respond to the most challenging water
issues surrounding them, as well as sharing the leadership
programme’s vision in the long run to fellow trainers and researchers. The project seeks to generate greater participation
by women professionals in the policy and decision-making
processes by encouraging and mobilising women to occupy
leadership roles in water planning and management. Women
are thus empowered to develop climate-resilient policies to
address water insecurity pertaining to the local context.
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3 PROJECT PROCEEDING AND
PERFORMANCE
3.1. Education and Capacity Building:

•

•

An important feature of the SAWA leadership programme
is that the fellowship is awarded only to female students
enrolled in a post-graduation programme in IWRM at
Partner Institutions based on a proper selection process
through their performance in the statement of purpose and
interview. The initiative aims to bring visible improvement in the existing gender composition among the water
professionals in South Asia.
The project emphasises intensive training in the application of interdisciplinary research methods that incorporate
social approaches in predominantly physical and technological studies. A two-weeks long training programme is
designed in such a manner that students can garner a hold
of research methods and theoretical frameworks for interdisciplinary water research, including paradigms in interdisciplinary research, interdisciplinary framework and
theories in water research, research tools and techniques
for urban water research and climate change. It also includes a strong component of conceptualization and application of gender. In addition to classroom teaching,
the training has a strong fieldwork component to ensure
that the fellows can apply what they have learned both

•

•

in terms of research methods and leadership. Further, it
focuses on the development of leadership skills through
activities such as team-building sessions, communication
skills, application of negotiations, and conflict resolution
and academic writing skills through write-shop.
The project collaborates with governments, NGOs, and the
private sector to facilitate internships in order to provide
an authentic work environment allowing candidates to link
their research to actual decisions and applications within
the communities with which they are engaging. 17 SAWA
Fellows have completed internships with various national
and international- level organizations.
Capacity building of the engineering faculty staff of
partner institutes provide multidisciplinary insights to
ensure a greater degree of inter-disciplinary element in the
IWRM research through Training of Trainers (ToT) programme.

3.2. Research and Knowledge Base Development

•

•

The potential women water leaders (SAWA fellows) carry
out their research on issues related to climate change,
water insecurity, and adaptations that have strong interdisciplinary elements, incorporating societal complexities
and gender analysis. To date, 10 Masters’ theses are completed.
The fellows have published articles in various international journals such as, Advanced Journal of Social Science,

Figure 2

Ms Nazwa Tahsin presented a poster in 16th International Conference on Urban Health-People
Oriented Urbanisation Transforming Cities for
Health and Well-Being (Top left); Ms Sathya
Dilini participated in RUGS commission on
Global Geochemical Baselines (Top Right); Ms
Zarin Subah presented a poster in International
Conference on Natural Science and Technology, Bangladesh on Impacts of Climate Change
Induced Salinity (Bottom Left); Paper presentation by fellows in International Conference
(Bottom right)
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Earth Systems and Environment (ESEV), and Landscape
Architecture and Regional Planning, Students have also
presented papers, posters and given presentations at
various international and national forums such as the 7th
International Conference on Water and Flood Management (2019) and the 4th International Conference on Sustainable Development (2020).
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Figure 3: SAWA Regional workshop on Leadership and Research Methods
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